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Summary 

Recently invalidated aggregate limits on federal campaign contributions capped the total amount 
that one can give to all candidates, parties, or political action committees (PACs). For the 2014 
election cycle, the aggregate limit for individual contributions was $123,200.The Supreme Court 
of the United States struck down the aggregate limits on April 2, 2014. Alabama contributor 
Shaun McCutcheon and the Republican National Committee (RNC) brought the case, 
McCutcheon v. FEC, after the aggregate limits prevented McCutcheon from contributing as 
desired to federal candidates and parties during the 2012 election cycle. The decision does not 
affect “base limits” that individuals may contribute to particular candidates or parties. Instead, 
McCutcheon permits individuals to give limited contributions to an unlimited number of 
candidates, political parties, and political action committees. 

This report offers a preliminary analysis of major policy issues and potential implications that 
appear to be most relevant as the House and Senate decide whether or how to respond to 
McCutcheon. With the aggregate limits relaxed, additional funds might flow to candidate 
committees, party committees, or PACs. Joint fundraising committees and leadership PACs might 
expand as tools to funnel large contributions to multiple candidate committees, parties, or PACs. 
Disclosure of contributors who exceed the current aggregate limits might also be a policy 
concern. It is important to note that whether these possibilities will occur is unclear at this time. 

This report will be updated to reflect major developments. This version of the report supersedes 
previous versions. 



Congressional Research Service 



Campaign Contribution Limits: McCutcheon and Policy Issues for Congress 



Contents 

Scope of the Report 1 

What are the major public policy issues surrounding the McCutcheon case? 1 

What are the existing contribution limits? Which ones does McCutcheon affect? 2 

Why were the existing limits in place? 3 

Which policy issues might Congress consider? 5 

Individual Campaigns and Individual Donors 5 

Fundraising and Relationships Among Non-Candidate Committees 7 

Joint Fundraising Committees 7 

Contributions to Parties 7 

PACs and Leadership PACs 8 

General Considerations 9 

Conclusion 11 

Tables 

Table 1. Selected Federal Contribution Limits, 2013-2014 3 

Contacts 

Author Contact Information 12 



Congressional Research Service 



Campaign Contribution Limits: McCutcheon and Policy Issues for Congress 



Scope of the Report 

This report is intended to respond to Congress’s ongoing interest in campaign finance policy 
following the Supreme Court’s April 2014 McCutcheon decision. 1 The report relies on a question- 
and-answer format designed to highlight key information in a brief and accessible way. This 
report offers a preliminary analysis of major policy issues and potential implications that appear 
to be most relevant as the House and Senate assess the ruling and consider whether or how to 
respond. The report discusses possible implications of the case for campaign fundraising or 
disclosure to illustrate policy issues that might be relevant for congressional consideration. This 
report does not provide a legal analysis of the case or of legal issues that might affect the policy 
matters discussed here. Other CRS products provide additional information about various policy 
and legal issues. 2 

The parties in McCutcheon and those filing amicus briefs make numerous arguments for and 
against the existing contribution limits. This report does not attempt to address all those 
arguments. It also does not address various arguments surrounding legal matters in the case, such 
as which level of constitutional scrutiny courts should apply or whether courts should defer to 
Congress to establish contribution limits. 

This report will be updated to reflect major developments and as policy implications become 
clearer. 



What are the major public policy issues surrounding 
the McCutcheon case? 

McCutcheon v. FEC involves a challenge to the aggregate amount (discussed below) that an 
individual can contribute to federal candidates, political parties, and political action committees 
(PACs). During the 2012 election cycle, Alabama donor Shaun McCutcheon wished to contribute 
more than the existing aggregate limits to candidates and the Republican National Committee 
(RNC). Prohibited from making and receiving the contributions, McCutcheon and the RNC filed 
suit against the Federal Election Commission (FEC), which enforces the Federal Election 
Campaign Act (FECA) contribution limits. 3 In September 2012, a three-judge panel of the U.S. 
District Court for the District of Columbia upheld the aggregate limits. Through a review process 



1 McCutcheon v. Federal Election Commission, 572 U.S. (slip op.), http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/13pdf/ 

12-536_elpf.pdf. 

2 On campaign finance policy generally, see CRS Report R41542, The State of Campaign Finance Policy: Recent 
Developments and Issues for Congress, by R. Sam Garrett. On campaign finance law generally, see CRS Report 
RL30669, The Constitutionality of Campaign Finance Regulation: Buckley v. Valeo and Its Supreme Court Progeny, 
by L. Paige Whitaker. For additional discussion of legal issues surrounding McCutcheon, see CRS Report WSLG873, 
Supreme Court Strikes Overall Limits on Campaign Contributions in McCutcheon, by L. Paige Whitaker; CRS Report 
WSLG842, McCutcheon and Its Potential Impact on Campaign Finance Law, by L. Paige Whitaker; CRS Report 
WSLG546, Supreme Court To Hear Constitutional Challenge To Aggregate Contribution Limits, by L. Paige 
Whitaker; and CRS Report WSLG363, The Supreme Court, Citizens United, and Further Challenges to Campaign 
Finance Law: Aggregate Contribution Limits, by L. Paige Whitaker. 

3 FECA is 2 U.S.C. §43 1 et seq. 
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